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Teaching Multiple Skills through Songs 
Christopher L. Modell, Asia University 
 
Abstract 
Using songs can be an enjoyable, useful, and motivating 
classroom activity for English learners for a variety of reasons. Songs 
are a rich source of authentic, target-language material, and can be a 
source not only of increased motivation but also of vocabulary-
building, pronunciation practice, and cultural learning. In this article, I 
describe a procedure I have employed for using a song in my Freshman 
English classes at Asia University. I also explain the rationale for using 
the various materials and activities I chose. I found that the procedure I 
carried out for using a song in class was a motivating and effective use 
of class time. The activities allowed students to learn about American 
culture and to learn colloquial and idiomatic language, pronunciation, 
and vocabulary. 
 
Introduction 
The need to build and sustain motivation in the English language 
classroom is well established (Dörnyei, 2001; Brown, 2007). Using 
songs can be a source not only of motivation, but also of fun, 
vocabulary-building, pronunciation, and cultural learning. Murphey 
(1992) advocates the use of songs in the classroom for a variety of 
reasons. Songs “stick in our minds,” he explains (p. 6), “use simple, 
conversational language with a lot of repetition” (p. 7) and “are short, 
self-contained texts, recordings, and films that are easy to handle in a 
lesson” (p. 8). Furthermore, any attempt to increase motivation is 
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arguably more effective when done in tandem with decreasing anxiety 
in learners. Working with songs, the focus is often on listening 
comprehension, and songs provide a wealth of comprehensible input 
when appropriately selected and presented by instructors. As the 
ultimate goal of communicative language teaching is communicative 
competence, providing students with texts which are authentic and 
motivating help to achieve that aim. 
In my Freshman English classes at Asia University, songs have 
served several of the purposes I have described above. As with any 
text, there are different ways in which and purposes for which to use 
songs. In this article, I will describe in detail how I have used one 
particular song, including the procedure and the language goals I 
focused on, as well as the rationale for doing so.  
 
Selecting Songs 
In the past, I typically chose the songs my students would work 
with, or in some cases they were already a predetermined part of the 
course curriculum. For example, while I was teaching in an intensive 
English program in San Francisco, one class used a version of the 
Beatles’ “Got to Get You Into My Life” in order to raise awareness of 
pronunciation and practice blending. In other cases, I chose songs 
because of structures they contained; for example, past tense verbs in 
“A Horse With No Name” by America, or adjectives in Supertramp’s 
“The Logical Song.” In addition to lyrical content, it is also important, 
as Lems (2001) points out, to ensure that the lyrics are clear and 
audible, and not lost behind the music. With this in mind, I have 
sometimes chosen songs which feature only guitar and vocals, such as 
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an acoustic version of Neil Young’s “Old Man” or Lauryn Hill’s “Just 
Want You Around.” 
This year, in an effort to involve my students more in class 
content, I asked every student to write down an English-language song 
that they would like to listen to in class. Murphey said that “those 
[songs] that the students listen to already and want to hear will 
probably have the greatest impact on them” and that allowing them to 
choose “gives school relevance to their everyday lives and concerns” 
(p. 14). Students noted down a number of songs and artists, ranging 
from One Direction to Michael Jackson, and this gave me many songs 
to choose from. I explained to students that it would not be possible to 
listen to all of their requests. However, there was some overlap, and in 
one class, a number of students requested the same artist, Taylor Swift. 
One of the Taylor Swift songs requested was “We Are Never, Ever 
Getting Back Together.” Around mid-semester, I happened to hear this 
song on the radio, and realized it would be a rich source of authentic 
language – and probably a lot of fun – for my Freshman English 
students. The following steps describe how I carried out the activity 
and the rationale for the various parts of the lesson. 
 
Procedure 
Nearly all Freshman English classes at Asia University are 45 
minutes in length. This means that although, in theory, a longer lesson 
can be carried over from one day to the next, the reality is that a 
different dynamic is created when compared to having one ninety-
minute class. There are also set-up and other logistical issues to deal 
with, such as if some students are absent for the first 45-minute 
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session, but present for the second, or vice-versa. In any case, it 
effectively means that using a song in one of these classes has to be 
completed in 45 minutes, or it needs to be carried over into one or 
more additional class periods. 
I chose to start and complete this lesson within one class period. 
While this limited time frame did present some challenges, trying to 
restart activities and recapture the energy created on the first day is also 
challenging and changes the dynamic of the activity. Nevertheless, 
follow-up activities may be carried out in subsequent classes, which I 
will discuss below. 
 
Step One: I remind students about my having asked them for song 
requests at the beginning of the semester and let them know that today 
we are going to listen to a song. Based on the questions written on the 
board (see below), I ask them to guess which song. In every class so 
far, someone has figured it out fairly quickly. I show them an image of 
Taylor Swift on the screen and ask where she is from. Most students 
know that she is American. 
 
Step Two: To activate students’ schema for the theme of the song, I 
ask the class a question written before class on the blackboard: “What 
does it mean to ‘break up’ with someone? Do you know anyone who 
recently broke up with someone? Do you think they will get back 
together?” The reason I ask students if they “know someone…” is so 
that they do not feel uncomfortable discussing a personal issue. It is 
also more likely that they know someone else in this situation, so it 
may be more effective in generating discussion. Finally, asking 
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students to discuss whether they believe that person will get back 
together with the other helps keep students talking, and helps ensure 
that they understand what is meant by “getting back together,” which is 
important, since it is part of the title and is the theme of the song. 
 
Step Three: I explain that we will listen to and watch a video for the 
song a few times, and that later, we will sing it together. I then ask 
students to take out a piece of paper. I explain that the first time we 
will not look at the words, and instead I ask students only to watch the 
video and write down some words or phrases that they hear.  
A common instruction for song activities is that instructors 
should distribute the lyrics page (usually with missing words/phrases) 
before students ever hear the song. While this approach can be useful, I 
like to have students listen once without any lyrics for a few reasons. 
First, if we have already built schema for the song’s content as a class, 
they will have some expectations about what they’re going to hear, and 
this will aid in their understanding. Second, listening without seeing 
any of the lyrics allows students and the teacher to find out what 
students can pick up on their own. Finally, as I nearly always use a 
video when using songs in my classes, I think it is useful for students 
to see the images and hear and see the words being sung once through, 
without the distraction of the lyrics page in front of them. 
 
Step Four: After the first viewing/listening, I ask students to share a 
few words or phrases they heard, first with a partner and then with the 
whole class. It can be interesting and beneficial to the whole class to 
learn what some students heard. Students, or course, occasionally 
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“mishear” something, in which case I usually put it on the board and 
together we work out what the word or phrase might actually be, either 
at that time or later. I have found, not surprisingly, that students often 
hear blended phrases as a single word. For example, “called it off” may 
sound to English learners like “caldidoff.” 
 
Step Five: I distribute the lyrics sheet, which for this song contains 
twelve blank spaces. When I create a cloze handout for songs, I usually 
create two columns, putting the lyrics in the left column and some key 
vocabulary and definitions in a narrower column on the right. On the 
top, I include the name of the artist, the song title, credits, and often an 
image of the artist. In this case, the image I chose was a still from the 
video, showing the artist looking frustrated as her (soon-to-be) ex-
boyfriend stands behind her. Within the lyrics, in the left-hand column, 
I put the vocabulary words in bold unless the vocabulary words happen 
to be one of the blank spaces. As a class, we go over the vocabulary 
words together, which I have defined on the handout using simple 
definitions. I have students repeat the word or phrase after each 
explanation. While the choice of which words to omit is partly 
arbitrary, I try to space out the blanks so that students have enough 
time to fill them in. I also sometimes choose words that may be easier 
to hear (such as at the end of a thought group) or which are a part of a 
phrase that I would like to come back to later and discuss. With this 
particular song, I leave a couple of words out which are parts of phrasal 
verbs or idioms (“to call off” and “to pick a fight”) and later discuss 
them with students. Murphey (1992) notes that omitted words can 
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focus on a particular word class or part of speech, and suggests spacing 
them appropriately to give students time to fill them in. 
 
Step Six: I ask students to take a minute to look over the lyrics. 
Allowing them to see many of the words in the song prepares them 
further for the second listening and they may be able to guess what 
some of the missing words might be, based on the surrounding context. 
I then tell them that we will watch and listen again, and that they 
should try their best to write in the missing words. After this second 
listening, students compare their answers with a partner’s. 
I believe that this interaction in between listenings is helpful to 
students. Their English knowledge naturally varies: one student may 
hear a word that her partner cannot. Students may also be more likely 
to stay engaged and try to guess the words if they know that they will 
soon be comparing answers with a partner. 
 
Step Seven: We check together and I write the missing words on the 
board as students say them. If time is short, I will sometimes wait until 
the third listening to have students report to the whole class on the 
words and phrases they wrote down. Getting the words on the board 
allows students to compare what they have written with the missing 
lyrics and check their guesses. Sometimes I have students spell the 
words aloud as I write in order to check how closely their answers 
matched. 
 
Step Eight: I play the video again, this time in short segments – 
stopping just after each missing word or phrase is sung – to double-
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check the words on the board. We discuss the meanings as questions 
come up. I play the song in shorter segments in order to allow students 
more processing time after hearing the missing words. If the auditory 
information flows too quickly or in too large a quantity at one time, 
students’ short-term memories may become overtaxed and they may 
not retain the information they have just taken in. 
 
Step Nine: Now that we have all the words filled in, we go over the 
whole song together. I have students repeat after me, line by line, and I 
ask comprehension questions along the way to ensure that they 
understand. If some students are unsure, I ask other students to help 
clarify or I give a brief explanation. While time constraints may not 
allow for a detailed discussion of all of the language in the song, this 
step allows students to grasp the overall meaning of the song and of all 
or most individual lines.  
At some point after the second or third listening, I also call 
attention to the singer’s photo on the handout – a still taken from the 
video – and ask, “How is she feeling?” Based on the image on the 
handout and images they have now seen in the video, and also on the 
lyrics, students easily gather that she is angry, frustrated, or annoyed. 
In this way, this particular video complements the song very well, and 
helps students to understand the words. It also provides the opportunity 
for the kind of top-down processing that is necessary and 
complementary to the bottom-up processing carried out during the first 
couple of listenings when students were listening for individual words 
and phrases. H.D. Brown (2007) notes, as one principle of teaching 
listening comprehension, the importance of including both bottom-up 
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and top-down listening techniques, stating: “It is important for learners 
to operate from both directions since both can offer keys to 
determining the meaning of spoken discourse” (p. 312). A good 
example of that from this song is the line, “I’ve had enough.” Clearly, a 
global understanding of the song would allow students to understand 
that in this context that phrase means “I’m not willing to tolerate any 
more of this behavior,” rather than “I don’t need any more to eat.” 
In this song, there are a number of interesting and useful 
expressions that students become aware of. For example, the phrase 
“I’ve had enough,” mentioned above, is a common colloquial phrase in 
American English, and can be applied to a variety of situations. It is 
also easy to understand in the context of a breakup song. The phrase 
“called it off” presents an opportunity to raise awareness of phrasal 
verbs. It may be compared and contrasted with related verbs such as 
“to call up,” which is used later in the song.  
“To fall for” and “to pick a fight” are two idiomatic expressions 
used in the song. While students may have been exposed to the 
corresponding expressions, “to believe” and “to start a fight,” 
respectively, calling attention to these alternative phrases demonstrates 
how English frequently offers more than one way to express the same 
meaning. Calling attention to and discussing the above phrasal verbs 
and idiomatic expressions raises students’ awareness of their meaning 
and usage. In their discussion of using songs in the classroom, 
Saricoban and Metin (2000) note the importance of contextualizing 
grammar points. In this song, students not only learn these new 
vocabulary items, but experience them within an authentic context. 
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Near the end of the song, there is a spoken-word section wherein 
the singer is venting her frustrations to a friend over the phone. This 
part of the text provides some interesting colloquial language. The 
expression “Ugh!” is used, and students can gather that this utterance is 
used to express frustration or annoyance. The word “like” also comes 
up in this section, and is used in two colloquial ways. The first way is 
as a replacement for “said.” That is, instead of “he said,” the singer 
says “he’s like, ‘I still love you.’” The second way in which it is used 
is as a filler word, when Swift says, “We are never getting back 
together. Like, ever.” While one could argue the relative merit of 
teaching these words to English learners, it is likely that these usages 
will arise in other authentic contexts they will encounter in the future, 
including other English songs, movies or television in English, books, 
or face-to-face conversations with native speakers. Moreover, learning 
colloquial English actually used by young people could be interesting 
and motivating, especially to young learners who may be using similar 
terms in Japanese. 
 
Step Ten: At this stage, students have discussed the theme of the song, 
vocabulary, the meaning of individual parts of the song, and the overall 
meaning. At this point, I tell students that we will watch a lyrics 
version of the video and sing along. Watching the lyrics on screen, 
synchronized with the music, allows students to focus on the words 
without losing their place on the handout. This also parallels the 
karaoke experience, which many of my students enjoy. Most students 
participate in singing along with the song, and I encourage students to 
sing this song and others the next time they go to karaoke. I also sing 
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along – at least in the beginning – so that students might feel less 
embarrassed and more inclined to sing along themselves.  
 
Culture and Pragmatics 
“Even more than music, lyrics are a reflection of society and 
culture” stated Cullen in a discussion of using music and song in the 
language classroom (1998). This song’s lyrics, as well as its 
accompanying video, do provide a window onto one aspect of 
American culture. In the video, Swift portrays a woman who has 
reached her limit, and will no longer allow herself to remain in what 
appears to be an unhealthy relationship. She is singing to the world 
about it, and the song has doubtlessly struck a nerve with any young 
woman – or any person, for that matter –  who has shared a similar 
experience to the one depicted in the video. Swift’s body language and 
gestures also match a person who, as she sings in the song, has “had 
enough.”  
Some sarcasm is also present in this song, and students may gain 
some cultural and pragmatic knowledge by learning how it is used. 
Swift sings, “I’m really gonna miss you picking fights” in the second 
verse. A listener with an American cultural background immediately 
understands that the intended meaning is the opposite of what has been 
stated – it is a sarcastic remark. An English learner, even if she grasps 
the correct meaning of the words, may not recognize it easily as such. 
When I used this song in class, I did not bring up this point with 
students due to time constraints, but I would probably make a point to 
do so in the future. Sarcasm is part of the pragmatic and cultural 
knowledge that students need to learn about when studying a second 
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language, and students will certainly encounter examples of sarcasm 
and other pragmatic and culturally-influenced language in the future. It 
can also be fun and interesting for them to learn about how Americans 
and others use this manner of communication. 
Other interesting teaching opportunities arise in the video as 
well. For example, students can twice hear an example of blended 
pronunciation when “gonna” is used. In my Freshman English classes, 
my students learn and practice blended phrases such as “What did you 
(‘didja’) do this weekend?” early in the semester. The song provides an 
opportunity for them to hear such phrases in an authentic context. They 
can also learn about the pragmatic use of the phrase “I’m telling you,” 
which in this song makes it known to the listener that the speaker is 
quite emphatic about what she is saying. 
 
Reflections 
This song activity was useful and effective in my Freshman 
English classes and enabled the learning goals I had constructed for 
this activity to be achieved. Students’ anxiety levels were lowered and 
they learned new vocabulary, including everyday colloquial and 
idiomatic expressions, and were exposed authentic pronunciation, 
including the use of blending. This song also provided students with 
some exposure to American culture. The song may also have 
stimulated learning outside the classroom, as students will likely hear 
this song in other settings as well, and undoubtedly understand much 
more of it than prior to this lesson. Finally, they may even be inspired 
to sing the song in a karaoke box, as I encouraged them to do.  
 
 
113 
Murphey (1992) notes that “of themselves, songs can be 
immensely valuable for developing certain capacities, but they can be 
many times more valuable if we exploit them creatively to bridge the 
gap between the pleasurable experience of listening/singing and the 
communicative use of language” (p. 6). This activity did provide for 
some, although limited, communicative interaction. For example, in the 
pre-listening phase, students spoke with each other about the topic at 
hand, bringing in experiences of their own to activate schema for the 
topic. Students also had some opportunities to speak with each other to 
check and compare answers in between listenings. While this latter 
activity may not be strictly communicative, it does help to incorporate 
a speaking component into the lesson. As in all of my classes, students 
are asked to use English when comparing answers. 
Much could be done in a subsequent lesson or lessons to build 
on what was achieved in the first, and add more communicative 
elements to the study of the song. Some examples follow: 
 
One: In groups, students make up a story about the couple depicted in 
the video. They discuss and write about how they met, how long they 
were together, and the events which led to their breakup. Students then 
share their stories with other groups and possibly with the whole class. 
Murphey describes a somewhat similar activity in which students 
create a photo story based on a song they have listened to (1992, pp. 
86-87). 
 
Two: Students write a skit depicting the events described in number 
one above. In this activity, they create a dialogue for the man, the 
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woman, and possibly friends or family of each to illustrate their ideas 
about how the couple may have gotten together and broken up. They 
would be encouraged to use ideas and language from the video, such as 
“picking fights” and “called it off” to help generate ideas for their skit. 
The teacher helps them check and correct the language used. Students 
then perform their skit for another group and/or in front of the whole 
class. 
 
Three: Students do further work with vocabulary from the song. For 
example, while there are many verbs students may be already familiar 
with, there are several which may be unfamiliar; for example, phrases 
such as “I swear,” “trust me,” and “that lasted for a day.” As with 
vocabulary from any source, students could be asked to write their own 
sentences using the vocabulary and to speak with classmates using the 
new words. For example, students could ask each other, “Who is 
someone you trust a lot?”, “Who is someone you don’t trust at all?”, 
“When is the last time you had a cold?”, and “How long did it last?” 
 
Four: Lems (2001) suggests that for short songs, students could work 
in groups and write down all of the lyrics of a song they listen to. This 
allows students, she explains, to work together and discuss what they 
are hearing. They are later given a handout of the lyrics to compare 
with what they have decided on as a group. 
 
Murphey (1992) also suggests dozens of other activities for 
working with songs, including using videos, ranging from dictation to 
watching a video with the sound off and describing what is happening. 
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One interesting activity he suggests has students taking on the role of 
journalists and conducting an interview with a famous performer. All 
students write three questions and various students volunteer to take on 
the role of the performer and answer questions in front of the whole 
class. This activity can also be done in pairs, with one student acting as 
interviewer, and the other as performer. Each student writes three 
questions and each has a chance to play both interviewer and 
performer. 
 
Conclusion 
The song activity I have described above serves many purposes. 
It provides exposure to authentic, yet accessible, language. It also 
sparks interest in the target language, allowing students to talk together 
about the topic of the song, and to practice listening using both bottom-
up and top-down approaches. Students also learn about some aspects of 
American culture, and study idiomatic and colloquial language within 
an authentic context. 
While listening to and understanding a song is in itself a useful 
language-learning exercise, subsequent post-listening activities 
maximize the learning and communicative practice opportunities 
stemming from a song. Based on my secondary research on using 
songs in the English-language classroom, and on my experiences using 
this song and others in my own English classes, I will continue to make 
them a part of my students’ language learning experiences. I will also 
bear in mind that songs need not be viewed merely as an entertaining 
diversion from the normal routine, but when utilized appropriately can 
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be a motivating, interesting, and effective tool for teaching numerous 
language points and as a basis for communication among students. 
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